In search of the MRX genes.
Mental retardation (MR) is one of the most common human disorders. MR may be just one of the clinical signs of a complex syndrome or it may be associated with metabolic disorders or with disorders of brain development, but in many patients [nonspecific MR (NSMR)], it is the only consistent clinical manifestation. It is expected that NSMR is caused by alterations in molecular pathways important for cognitive functions. Insights into NSMR have recently come from the study of X-linked MR as eight genes were identified during the last few years. This development has represented a fundamental breakthrough in our understanding of NSMR and of cognitive functions and has opened new perspectives in the study of MR. The new genes identified are a heterogeneous group, but it is very intriguing that they are all directly or indirectly involved in signaling pathways and that the majority are proteins that regulate members of the Ras superfamily of small GTP binding proteins.